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John Thomas’ Art Rediscovered: An Introduction
Part of the journal section “Forum: Monograph”

Harvey Hess, “John Thomas’ Art Rediscovered: An Introduction”
Jerré Tanner's splendid (but by no means exhaustive) monograph, On the Origins and Applications of
the Grid in the Art of John Paul Thomas presents the first internet presence, in the twenty-first century,
of one of the most significant artists of the twentieth. That a chasm of close to two decades could gape
between the most recent examples of Thomas studies, when the internet had not yet begun its
astonishing career, seems no less astonishing than that a species of "dark ages" could descend upon the
work and fame of an artist of "light," and-as Tanner reveals-a re-creation of pictorial space. Perhaps
Thomas's choice to leave Europe, New York, and Los Angeles behind in favor of life and work in
Hawai'i placed him too far from public view, from the surveillance of several sorts of "bottom-liners."
Gaugin's work and career prevailed in the face of such ignorance, apparently. Art historians will sort out
this sort of thing eventually. We trace a trajectory in the Thomas career from Rome, to Life magazine, to
the Whitney, to the Hirshorn, to lectures at university to…well…to Universitas.
Death in 2000 found Thomas untimely leaving us behind the inheritors of several clearly demarcated
"periods" of artistic development and mastery in many 2-D mediums and genres. As Tanner
conclusively demonstrates, Thomas created at least one "advance" in the inventive inventories of art
techniques approaching cubism in its potential importance-"the grid." A collaborator with John, I feel
sure he would delight in the part he takes in Universitas, a very model of collegiality. Moreover, both
Iowa and the Cedar Falls/Waterloo area have enjoyed significant experience with John Thomas and his
art. In 1963 he served as a visiting professor at the University of Iowa, where he began to incorporate
the grid into his work. The Hearst Center for the Arts held an exhibition in 1994 of John's costumes,
designs, and props for the first Hawaiian opera, the artefacts of which now repose in the archives of the
University of Northern Iowa. A small (but discerning) group of collectors reside here, with all of those
canvassed asserting that my claims (like Jerré's) may seem brave but do correspond to reality.
Owing to this premiere publication and successful treatment of a subject which from now on seems as
likely to remain dormant or ignored in the art world as the active volcanoes of Hawai'i still prove in the
geology of our planet, Universitas readers can SEE for themselves both the growth and outpour of the
grid in building itself from the bottom up into the incarnation of the summit period of Thomas's art, his
"Hommage to Gaia."
One might do well to note that-for all its complexity-Tanner starts us on "a hero's journey," yet still
sticks with us so as to keep it and us "without confusion, without change, without division, and without
separation." He reminds us of what I call "the Chalcedonian factor" in genuine art, which consists of
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"two perfects in one whole," if not three of them, a complex simplicity. Here we touch on "the grid"
[vide p. 10] where we learn that "all grids could be built on just two integers: 2 and 3, and their multiples
or divisions." Lest this all seem really recondite ["realism" vis-à-vis "nominalism"], just take a LOOK!
Universitas shows us here that a picture IS worth a thousand words, cliché or no cliché.
I dare to make a guarantee: readers who attend to this monograph and the art of John Paul Thomas will
find freshly stated ideas of the first importance in the history and theory of the arts which lay before now
beyond the grasp and pleasure of the public at large.
Harvey Hess is an Adjunct Professor in the Department of Humanities at the University of Northern
Iowa

Jarré Tanner, On the Origins and Application of the Grid in the Art of John Paul Thomas

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0
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Foreword

John Paul Thomas was often asked why he chose such an apparently difficult technique as his concept
of Symbolic Stereometry for the creation of his paintings. I never once heard him complain, either
in private or public, that the technique was either difficult or tedious. Quite the contrary, he seemed
genuinely stimulated while doing the preliminary grid work preparatory to actually applying pigment
to canvas. This preparatory work seemed to have tweaked his creative processes and to have brought
out elements he may never have thought of otherwise.
During the 1980s John went throughout the State of Hawaii giving workshops on the grid and
his color concepts in conjunction with one-man shows. At one of these workshops a participant
raised the question, “Why the grid? What does it do?” In answer, John pointed to a large clock on
a nearby wall. He asked the class to describe the clock. What followed were descriptions of shape,
size, color, texture and other surface features. John responded, while surface features are important
to an object, there are other equally or more important elements. To paint only the surface of an
object is to paint a “picture” of a clock and not a “painting” of a clock. The purpose of a clock, John
continued, is to tell what time of day it is. For us to be able to tell the time the hands must move at
a precise rate. A mechanism out of sight behind the clock’s face provides the movement. Therefore,
a clock embodies energy, movement and time as well as its surface features.
Drawing the analogy together, John pointed out the grid is the mechanism behind the painting.
It imparts energy, movement and time to the elements of the painting. The eye is thus led along
predetermined paths so that the viewer will perceive, on a subliminal level of feeling, the concepts
the artist wishes to communicate through the painting. This exposition then led directly into the
substance of the workshop as John illustrated the workings of his own grid complexes and started
attendees out on devising their own grids derived from hypothetical canvas or paper shapes.
The true worth of a concept can be judged by its breadth and depth: how fecund is the concept,
can it open doors to related concepts, is it applicable to a handful or thousands of purposes; does
it stimulate new thinking and creativity; does it enrich the lives of those it touches; and on and on.
As in music, Richard Wagner’s concept of the leit motiv (leading motive), a concept neither original
to him nor unused before his famous works, stimulated his own composition as well as that of two
generations of composers after him – in my definition, a great concept. I believe what human beings
have done before human beings can do again. I believe, in contradiction to late 20th century cant,
artists of our time are capable of creating great works of art, at least as great as any of the towering
masters of the past. In fact, I know, when all the dust from the hollow aesthetic rhetoric of the 20th
century settles [as is currently happening in music], we Americans will discover great works created
in our midst by great artists we were too distracted to notice.
I believe John Paul Thomas is such an artist. I believe his concept of Symbolic Stereometry has farreaching consequence. This concept, as exemplified in his paintings and their byproducts, needs to
be brought to the attention of a wide range of professionals in the visual arts, as well as collectors
and arts appreciateurs in general. As executor of his estate this paper is the first step in making John’s
concept and applications more readily available.

2

On the Origins and Application of the Grid
in the Art of John Paul Thomas
By Jerré Tanner
Artist John Paul Thomas had a formidable intellect, a transcendent vision for the creation of his
work, and an iron will that guided him through the challenges of creating his work, both within
the studio and without. He was an artist, aesthetician, teacher, scholar and loyal friend. He had the
quintessential Anglo-Saxon sense of fair play and a strong personal moral code. His steel-blue eyes
saw everything, remembered everything, even seemed mysteriously to see around and through things.
The great tragedy for contemporary art, I believe, is that his final illnesses overtook him before he
had time to write the two books that were to summate his life’s work: a book on the control and
expression of color for artists and another book on what he termed “Symbolic Stereometry” or the
mathematical organization of pictorial space.
Alas, Fate has so construed events that I have become custodian of what knowledge remains, outside
of his actual paintings, of John’s highly original and productive concepts. Even though the answers to
everything lie in the layers of pigments of his paintings, I am told I must point the way as a starting
or reference point whereby others can begin the journey through the labyrinth of discovery in the
creative and expressive use of the grid as John applied it.
It seems the grid concept was always there in John’s mind, coming to the surface only after certain
concepts had matured. John’s father was a land developer in the environs of Birmingham, Alabama.
As a teenager, John worked in his father’s office helping to draw up plans for residences the company
was building. He became especially skilled at architectural renderings, converting elevations from
blueprints into drawings illustrating what the house would look like. In the process he was introduced
to the concept of the module, based on common sizes of building materials. The module concept
fascinated him, especially as he followed the building process, observing the conversion of symbolic
space on blueprints into actual space in houses under construction., Later, as he became more familiar
with the history of art, he discovered the Hellenic Greeks’ concept of the module, the smallest detail
reflecting the whole, which was of enormous consequence to his work.
World War II intervened and John enlisted in the Navy at the age of 17. He never saw action; he fell
victim to rheumatic fever while in training at Pensacola Naval Base. The disease left permanent heart
damage that in turn reduced his stamina and general physical wellbeing. John put the many long
hours in hospital to good use, reading voluminously and drawing everything is sight. At Pensacola
he read his first book on the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright, providentially a book that went
into detail on Wright’s concept of the module with numerous photographs illustrating application
of the concept. The hospital library also had several books on Renaissance Italian Masters that John
avidly drank up, as only a young mind can do.
Upon medical discharge from the Navy summer of 1945 John returned home to convalesce and
think over life-shaping decisions. His father, foreseeing the coming housing boom, urged John to
become an architect and offered to pay for his education. But by then John had decided to study
art and enrolled at the University of Georgia at Athens Fall of 1946, utilizing the GI Bill.
One of John’s professors [Regrettably, I don’t remember her name; she was an early, significant
influence.] took him in tow, introducing several concepts which he developed throughout the rest
of his life. First was the exposition of how to look at art and how to apply this to one’s own work.
It is our zeitgeist to view visual art in totally the wrong way, in the manner of Sister Wendy, that
notorious Public Television send-up of Art Appreciation. We see the object, the subject matter, and
think we have seen everything. To see an artwork we must also look at such things as the movement
of space, say, over the shoulder of the subject as it becomes compressed between the hand and face,
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setting up a marvelous tension between the two, only to fall into the lap where another movement is
picked up that leads elsewhere in the painting. Enrich the visual experience with the suppleness of the
drawn line, thick here – thin there, texture, color; and the experience becomes subtle and complex.
The REAL experience begins when the objects take on a life of their own and begin to move! The
fluttering of a hand beside the face, a head turning to observe an unseen person beyond the door, the
Virgin Mother’s dizzying ascension on a crescent moon: I’ve witnessed all these, and more, myself, in
front of two-dimensional surfaces. [This is not to say the movement is cinematic. It is not. Rather,
it is subtle, subliminal, mysterious and of great symbolic portent.] Once one comprehends the
space and movement in a visual work of art a second concept becomes apparent: Time. An ancient
Greek sage once made the observation that each of the arts has a dominant element of which it is
comprised, but that element is subordinate in all the other arts. In music the dominant element is
time. To comprehend the work we must take the time for it to unfold from beginning to end. In the
visual arts time, although not the most important element, is surprisingly important. Some poor,
misguided aesthetician back in the 1950s said you could see a painting in one second. And, from
that point on, practically every visual work was created to be seen within one second. Not John’s
work! One can live with one of his paintings for years and still be discovering new things.
John’s perceptive professor also introduced him to a number of consequential books, including
Susanne Langer’s “Feeling and Form” and “Philosophy in a New Key;” Freud, Rank and Jung;
Gombrich and Arnheim. Her most significant influence was to urge him to leave Athens and go to
New York to study at the New School for Social Research, as it was known at the time. The New
School, always an institution of progressive thought, was in the late 1940s and early 1950s a haven
for European intellectuals who had fled the ravages of World War II. He arrived at the doors of this
respected institution a naïve Southern boy from a provincial small city but graduated a well-armed
young sophisticate with a searing intellect.
He immediately entered graduate school at New York University where he studied painting with
William Baziotes. Baziotes was a Greek-American, one of the leaders of the Abstract Expressionists
first generation, an early appreciateur of the work of Henri Matisse and the Surrealists, and a superb
teacher. John had the highest regard for him and often spoke of the concepts he had learned from
Baziotes, particularly in composition. Under his influence John became an Abstract Expressionist
painter, too; and even in his most “realistic” paintings, John always maintained a foundation in
Abstract Expressionist aesthetics.
After receiving his M.A. Degree from New York University in 1954 John accompanied close personal
friend and Fulbright Scholar, artist Charles Oscar, to Rome, Italy for a year of study. This was a
momentous year in John’s artistic development. He held to a rigorous schedule of visiting museums,
the Vatican, other churches and significant repositories of Italian Masters’ work where he turned
his finely honed eye upon the sublime masterpieces of Western Civilization, mostly within the
environments for which they had been created. All his prior knowledge and experience came to focus
in Rome: architecture, the module, drawing, “seeing” art, movement and time, aesthetics, color and
pigments, composition – in short, all those things visual arts people label “Form”. Once John pulled
together all the disparate parts into one splendid aesthetic principal, during the course of the year
in Rome, he set about bringing them to his work. He drew continuously, as he did throughout his
life, using drawing as the basis of painting. The first result was a series of oils of Roman fountains
which he showed first at Galleria Schneider in Rome, felicitously situated beside the Spanish Stairs,
and later in New York when he returned to the United States.
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R. Fontana con arcobaleni scuri (1955)
B. Galleria Schneider opening May 17, 1955 - (l. to r.) Sr. &
M. Schneider, ?, John and Charles Oscar
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During the year he and Charles Oscar took trips to other major Italian arts destinations: Florence,
Sienna, Venice, Milan and, at the end of the year on their way home, Paris and London.
To say that John returned to the United States with a grand conception of visual form is an
understatement. Year by year he developed his technique, adding refinement and skills as he went
along. [During this period John launched a successful professional career regularly showing his work
at respected galleries in New York and, within a few years, Los Angeles.] Even though John is of
Welsh and Scotts/Irish ancestry, his artistic temperament is, from this point on, very Italianate. One
of his early masterpieces, a commission for the Santa Ana, California home of Camille and Erick
Durand, is “Triptych with Predella – the Seasons” which is now in the Orange County (California)
Museum.

Color and drawing are irrevocably wedded in the three figures of Spring, Summer and Fall with
decorative motives in blue and white occupying the predella for Winter below. I should mention
here, lest it be overlooked, the allegorical element of the subject matter of this painting, an element
of major importance in his life’s work. By this time in the arts world, allegory had fallen completely
out of favor. But not for John, whose vision was leading him along a different path, one more solidly
aligned with the traditions of Western Art.
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By the time I met John at the University of Iowa in Iowa City (1963), where he was Visiting
Professor of Life Drawing and I a graduate student in music composition, he had a national
reputation as an outstanding painter, unusually gifted in drawing and color. I’ll never forget seeing
an exhibition of his California period paintings, during the dead of an Iowa winter, at the University
Art Department gallery – stepping from a world of black-and-white into splashes and whirls of
bright, warm color!

The exhibition was even more vivid since I had come to expect the usual run of dull, drab, conceptstifled flotsam and jetsam that delighted the academic mind of the time. After seeing his exhibition
I realized my visual arts friends were talking with a high level of excitement about the visiting Life
Drawing professor who was teaching them to “see” in a completely new, revolutionary way – that
is, to look for the spaces around objects in order to “draw the space” rather than the object.
John’s active incorporation of the grid into his work dates from 1964. Upon leaving the University
of Iowa [An interesting historic note: David Hockney had been hired as the next Visiting Professor.
John and he met several times in the process of turning the studio over from one artist to the next.]
John returned to San Francisco where he had been living for a number of years and was hired to
teach several courses at San Francisco State University. He chose as class text Rudolf Arnheim’s “Art
and Visual Perception – A Psychology of the Creative Eye.” [John’s dog-eared copy, with extensive
marginalia, remains in my possession.] By this point in John’s artistic development he had come up
against several perplexing contradictions in his work, and the Arnheim study offered stimulating
possibilities through understanding the way the human eye sees – i.e., visual perception. It is
outside my purposes here to pursue Arnheim’s color analysis which John found to be of paramount
importance and which led to his own exhaustive and thorough color studies. What is pertinent in
Arnheim is the dichotomy between the flat picture plain (two-dimensional surface of a painting)
7

and the implied depth and movement of the eye into space behind the surface. Implied, too, is the
problem that objects will be perceived to pierce the picture plane, thus destroying the surface/space
tension. Arnheim suggests an underlying geometry, beginning with the axes of the shape of the
canvas, can be utilized to maintain the picture plane. [I feel completely out of my depth here, being
a musician and not a visual artist, John and I had many conversations about these concepts, but my
understanding can never reach the profundity with which he approached the concept.]

Beginning with Arnheim’s geometric analysis of Cezanne’s “Madame Cezanne in Yellow Chair”
[Arnheim: “Art and Visual Perception …” 1965 paper-bound edition, pages 28 (figure 16) - 29]
John did his own geometric analysis including the use of the module – that is to say, the proportions
of the shape of the canvas reduced to fit both horizontally and vertically within the canvas, making
eight columns and eight rows of modules, each rectangle reflecting the proportions of the canvas.
He then drew the axis of the modules, and several other important axes, and finished with an outline
sketch of the figure and chair. This was the first grid John showed me.
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I was astonished, and intrigued, but still skeptical as to its significance.
John, on the other hand, had no such misgivings. For the rest of the decade he continued to analyze
the work of many masters, including the paintings of Johannes Vermeer.
Vermeer yielded up particularly impressive results, and John’s own use of the grid in his paintings
follows closely what he learned from the Vermeer analyses. His study of “The Love Letter” in particular
finally convinced me he had discovered a major composition tool whose use was widespread and well
known over hundreds of years in Western art. Using layers of tracing paper, one grid to each sheet,
over a poster-size reproduction of “The Love Letter,” John demonstrated how all features of the
painting, from major vertical and horizontal lines to details such as the highlight on a pearl earring,
fell on the grid. Even the dark and light tiles on the floor (I assumed they were in perspective) also
fell on the grid. He pointed out to me how the module of the painting is in the tiles of the fireplace
and how that shape is repeated throughout the painting. All his grids extended beyond the edges of
the image on the poster which he explained as being cropped by the printer in the offset lithograph
printing process. Particularly fascinating to me were the places of major congruity where a number
of grids came together at one point. Here, Vermeer would unfailingly place a major focal point,
such as over the heart of the woman in yellow.
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During this period (1965-67) John and I were recruited by Dr Frank Fenton, President Emeritus
of San Francisco State University, to teach at the University of Hawaii at Hilo. Dr. Fenton had been
prevailed upon by his good friend Dr. Gregg M. Sinclair, President of the University of Hawaii
Manoa Campus in Honolulu, to step in as Acting Provost of the Hilo Campus on Hawaii Island.
Dr. Fenton had developed a real affection for the small-town college campus, and for the young
Islanders who made up its student body, and aspired to improving the general academic level
through staff recruitment. The first year John’s teaching load and faculty committee responsibilities
were back-breaking, yet he made time to absorb the visual glories of the tropical rainforest that are
everywhere manifest in Hilo. Within the first few months his palette, already praised for his use of
color, exploded into a veritable riot: but that is another subject. However, the increased intensity of

his new color sense increased the need for an even stronger unifying factor which John concluded
must be the grid. Fall of the second year at Hilo John began work on the oil painting “Banana Trees
Diptych” which occupied all his studio time for that academic year.

This monumental painting, over fifteen feet long and six feet high, depicting the life cycle of the
banana, was the genesis of many paintings throughout the rest of his life. It is the first manifestation
of his unified aesthetic in which all the elements of his craft – drawing, designo, color, grid – come
together in a powerful affirmation of the life-force. It is, in my opinion, among the most significant
paintings of the 20th century.
Meanwhile, the National Endowment for the Arts had been established by Congress in 1966. John
predicted it would not bode well for the creative artist. His reasoning went along the lines that
politics would take over from the marketplace in determining who would be rewarded. His words
were prophetic. Over the next forty years I’ve thought a great deal about what he said while observing
the tumult that has swept through the art world.
John returned to his home and studio in central Marin County, north of San Francisco, June 1967
with numerous crates of paintings, watercolors, drawings and studies from his two years in Hilo.
He had received an invitation to be Artist in Residence at the University of Washington in Seattle
the academic year of 1968-69 and was committed to an exhibition at the Esther-Robles Gallery on
LaCienega Boulevard in Los Angeles. His mind was filled with many ideas for paintings for which
he was eager to get to work. Among the most significant of these paintings is “View from Studio”
which embodies the Hawaiian palette and evolving grid principles.
The objects arrayed to the left of the doorway are the tools out of which the painting is constructed,
including a postcard of Vermeer’s “The Love Letter” neatly tucked away behind the color wheel.
This painting was so dear to his creative psyche that he turned down several opportunities to sell it
and kept it in his personal collection for the rest of his life.
During this period John had clarified grid concepts into a more refined working practice. He had
discovered through experimentation that the elaboration of all grids led to the Fibonacci sequence,
or rather the Fibonacci sequence distilled down to the grid; that all grids could be built on just
two integers: 2 and 3 and their multiples or divisions; that square or rectangular grids in increasing

R. View from Studio
(1968)

density eventually begin to create circles and, conversely, circular grids in increasing density begin
to create squares; that it was a heck of a lot easier to begin with a canvas shape with sides divisible
by 2 and/or 3 than to do otherwise; that a mathematical relationship existed between the square
or rectangular module and circles of particular sizes, but I never could wrap my mind around his
explanations. In preparing a painting he first chose the canvas shape which would best represent
his concept. For John this was perhaps the most intuitive part of his creative process. Canvas shape
determined everything that would appear in the painting since the module, axes and other significant
mathematical elements would be decided by the shape. Next, he would develop a complex set of
grids, both circular and rectangular, that he worked up on tracing paper in scale to the canvas. He
transferred these grids directly to the primed canvas using transparent dilutions of oil pigments
of various colors, depending on the family of grids and the ultimate color scheme of the finished
work. Then he assembled images on tracing paper, subjected them to the grid, and built up the
composition of the subject matter – the designo of the painting. These drawings were also transferred
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to the canvas. Sometimes, as an intermediary phase, e stepped up drawings from his scale working
grids and arranged these pieces of tracing paper on the canvas, making subtle adjustments. Often
many pieces of tracing paper would be taped to the canvas at once, each undergoing tiny shifts,
until the overall composition became visually unified. These drawings would then be transferred to
the canvas, too. Only after all this preliminary work was done would John begin applying pigment
to canvas.
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From this period on everything, every little datail, was subjected to the grid. He frist drew his
basic image from life. Then he subjected it to what he called “the meat grinder,” that is the grid
of the painting in which the image would be placed, until the image would reappear, this time in
conformance to the grid. After his death I found wonderful drawings, mostly on tracing paper, of
images in various phases of the meat grinder process.
Before departing for Seattle John was well along with plans for the work he would do in his University
of Washington studio: the “Woman with Orchids” series of paintings. Heretofore, John was known
as an artist who painted his environment, but not in Seattle. The “Woman with Orchids” series
was a major statement on the transformational powers of art when one confronts death. Nearly all
orchids are epiphytes, living on dead organic matter. In Hawaii trunks of dead tree ferns (hapu`u)
provide an ideal growing medium for orchids. In John’s series of four paintings the cycle unfolds:
collecting the dead hapu`u, bringing them to the arbor and tying the orchid plant to the stump where
it will find nourishment to grow. Progressively through the paintings the journey from picking up
the hapu`u to carrying it to the arbor becomes longer and more arduous.
B. Woman with Orchids No. 3 (1969)
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A. John in U-W School of Art studio, Seattle (1969)
B. A grid for Woman with Orchids No. 3
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A. & B. Grids for proposed Woman with Orchids paintings (1967 - 68)
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A. & B. Grids for Woman with Orchids
No. 4 “Triptych”
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“Woman with Orchids, No. 3” is on public view in the Special Collections room at the University
of Hawaii-Hilo library where it was bequeathed by the estate of Dr. Beatrice Markey. “Woman
with Orchids Triptych, No. 4” was purchased by the Honolulu Advertiser for its collection. No. 3
is an especially felicitous example of the use of concentric circles of which the painting has many
sets. Through the center are rising sets on two different vertical axes offset just enough to build
tension between the sets. This tension causes the woman’s head and the upper orchid plant to have
marvelous movement. John described the woman in the series as the depiction of the Jungian anima
who brings messages from the unconscious to the conscious mind.

In late February 1969 John opened a major exhibition of paintings from the previous four years at
Rice University in Houston, Texas (below).
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While visiting Rice University campus he gave the first presentation on the grid, outside of his
classroom, to faculty and students at the School of Art. While the young people were captivated by
the concept and asked many questions afterwards, faculty reception was cool. The influence of the
N.E.A. on the country’s Art environment was beginning to have an effect. The general movement
was decidedly not in the direction of John’s more unified aesthetic, but away.
After the academic year was over John returned to his Marin County California studio and began
work on the next major series of paintings: “Boy with Goldfish,” although he had no inkling at
the time. He had done some sketches in Hilo of me at the edge of a carp pond at the residence we
shared our first year in Hawaii.

L. & A. Early sketches for Boy with Goldfish

He had painted a small oil from the sketches that became germane to, but not part of, the later
series. Leon Siu, a former UH-H student of John’s, and Malia Elliott, together comprising the
rising young Hawaiian folk singing duo Leon & Malia, visited his studio and were given a private
viewing of the work John had done since leaving Hilo. They had an especially strong reaction to
the “Boy with Goldfish” painting (number 2 in the completed series even though it was finished
first). Malia commented in particular on “all the faces looking out” of the painting. They asked
if the might use the image on the cover of one of their albums. John agreed with the proviso that
at least one of the songs had to relate to the painting. And so the seeds were sown for what was to
come five years later.
His head filled with tropical images and colors, and increasingly more alienated from life on the
Mainland, John decided to move to Hawaii permanently. In August 1970 he rented out his Marin
County home and studio, packed a box of art supplies and a suitcase with clothes, and flew off to
Hawaii Island. Within a few weeks he had purchased a home near Kailua in the Kona District of
18

the island and commenced drawing up plans for a studio addition to the home. His plans were the
first professional artist studio submitted for approval to the County Planning Department. There
were many sessions with the Planning Department before both sides came to a mutually acceptable
compromise. At the time, nothing in Kona moved quickly; John’s studio progressed maddeningly
slowly. It was April before he was able to move into the new studio and begin work in earnest. But the
struggle was worth it. He worked there fully thirty years, creating an extraordinary body of work.
The paint wall was sixteen feet wide and ten feet high, large enough to accommodate the “Banana
Trees” diptych. There were eight-foot walls on the left and right, perpendicular to the paint wall,
where ancillary paintings, drawings and grids could be hung if needed. The view of the paint wall
from the farthest point at the back of the studio was thirty-eight fee, ample enough distance to
judge a painting’s big, basic movements. John, a fastidious person, was the neatest painter I had
ever seen – there was never a drop of paint on the floor. For years he had a Bokara “Tree of Life”
rug on the floor that was eventually worn thread-bare but never stained with oils. His palette was
a two-tiered small table on castors with a thick piece of glass covering the top. The air in this part
of Kona was so dry oil pigments left on the palette would dry out over night. The dryness of the
air, and the rapid drying of pigment on canvas, was the main reason John chose the area for his
studio, but he had to refrigerate pigment overnight for it to be usable next day. Near the back of
the studio was a large table and comfortable chair where he created grids and did the paperwork
required for his business.
The next several years were a productive period for John. He made substantial headway with the
“Boy with Goldfish” series, several large canvases on the “View from Studio” theme, and many
smaller canvases systematically exploring color and grid concepts. Our mutual friend, poet Harvey
Hess, visited frequently from his home in Hilo and would inevitably bring with him an orchid plant
in full bloom as a house gift. John found them a delight and soon converted their visual splendors
to watercolor paintings. His orchid paintings developed into a major genre – he created over three
hundred orchid watercolors ranging is size from a two-inch circle to a forty- by sixty-inch triptych,
many an unequalled tour de force of watercolor technique. Once it was widely perceived how successful
John’s orchid watercolors were, many artists leapt onto the band-wagon eventually saturating the
market with inferior work and stifling the freshness of the genre. He found it difficult to accumulate
enough orchid watercolors to have an exhibition; at times, he refused to show them to studio visitors
so that he would have enough for upcoming exhibits. These watercolors were of significance to the
evolution of both John’s color and grid concepts because they were a handy mode for experimentation.
He could not put down complex grids on watercolor paper because grids could not be covered up
with transparent watercolor pigments. Consequently, he worked out the composition on tracing
paper placed over grids drawn on board and then transferred the composition to watercolor paper.
In his last years he used this method for his oils, too.
1974 was an intensely active year for John. The Esther-Robles Gallery in Los Angeles had committed
to a one-man show of his Hawaii oils to open their Fall season. When local arts appreciateurs
discovered a large group of his work was leaving the Islands a series of exhibitions around the State
was set up. The traveling show began in Kailua-Kona in April, then to Hilo, Honolulu and finally
Los Angeles.
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John was apprehensive about showing again in Los Angeles. He had followed his strong personal
convictions to develop concepts decidedly outside the mainstream Mainland trends and was halfway
expecting “consequences.” There were two openings: a private one for John’s collectors on one
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evening and a second for the general public on the following evening. The exhibition contained
three of the “Woman with Orchids” and four of the “Boy with Goldfish” paintings; and the rest of
the exhibition was filled out with other of the Hawaii-based paintings. It was a major statement of
his fully mature aesthetic. Esther had done an excellent job hanging the show. The front room was
dominated by the “Woman …” paintings and the second room by the “Boy …” paintings.
In the twilight of the rooms fully illuminated oils shined with dazzling splendor. I was thrilled!
Never had the work sung with such force and drama, even in the near perfect environment of the
Kona studio. Then John’s collectors started arriving. It slowly dawned on me the opening was not
going well, especially when I saw an important collector pounding John’s chest with her fist. She
punctuated each punch with variations on “Why did you change your style?!” And that pretty
much summed up everyone’s reaction. The private opening was a disaster; that is, all except for an
emeritus professor of History from U.C. Santa Barbara who comprehended the enormity of John’s
accomplishment, and an arts writer who was so impressed with the work she proposed writing an
article for American Artist magazine. John was shaken by his collectors’ reactions but not surprised.
“Collectors get upset if you change,” he said. Next evening the public opening was even worse. “Look!
He’s painting images. How dare he paint images! And all that garish color!” They were enraged. I
became afraid they were going to tear the canvases from the walls and trample them underfoot. By
the end of the opening John had turned quite pale, in spite of his ruddy Hawaiian tan. Reviews over
the next few days were ruthless. John and Esther had long talks over martinis. John and I returned
to Kona, sooner than planned.
A week or so later, while sitting on his screened-in, tranquil lanai, John summed up his reaction to
the Los Angeles exhibition. Referring to the writings of Thomas Mann regarding Germans during
the Third Reich, Mann had explained there were two choices facing those Germans who did not
agree with the party in power: one could either emigrate to another country or one could become
an ‘inner exile’ – that is, retreat to an obscure place, make oneself as in conspicuous as possible, and
wait it out. Later, as we had an opportunity to talk with Praguers, they told us of similar personal
decisions in reaction to the Communist Party takeover. In the face of adversity, the more celebrated
decision is in favor of exile because it’s more romantic (according to Mann) to go to another place,
get a fresh start and meet now challenges. The inner exile is more difficult. John had decided to stay
in Kona, pursuing his personal vision, and wait until the arts environment in New York and Los
Angeles became more favorable. Years later we came to realize numerous artists across the country
were making similar decisions.
Several months later John received a phone call from Leon & Malia. They were on Hawaii Island
and wanted to make a proposal to us. [Leon & Malia had been in Los Angeles during the time of
John’s exhibition, performing at several venues specializing in Hawaiian music, and had participated
in the openings.] They arrived and laid out their proposal. They said they were very moved by all
the “Boy with Goldfish” paintings and had been writing songs about them. In fact, they had written
ten songs along with incorporating a traditional song and ancient chant fragment. They wanted
to approach the Honolulu Symphony and the Contemporary Museum with a joint proposal for a
Bicentennial (1976) project. John would have a concurrent exhibition at the Honolulu Advertiser
Building at the same time the Honolulu Symphony was performing the music. Both the exhibition
and the Symphony would tour throughout the State. Oh, and by the way, I was to create the orchestral
score. John was skeptical and said he “would have to think about it.” After Leon & Malia left John
and I discussed the proposal at some length. After a drawn-out and mostly ineffectual argument in
favor of the project I summated by saying, “After all, it’s more interesting to do it than not.” And
so “Boy with Goldfish,” as it has come to be known, was launched.
“ …Goldfish” is the best documented of all our work. John’s grids for all the paintings are extant
and in excellent condition. Following here are the seven paintings and their grids for side-by-side
comparison.
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Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 1
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Boy with Goldfish No. 1 “Rainbow Birth”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 2
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Boy with Goldfish No. 2 “Trailing a Passing Wake”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 3
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Boy with Goldfish No. 3 “For Sight”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 4
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Boy with Goldfish No. 4 “Descent”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 5
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Boy with Goldfish No. 5 “Puhi”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 6
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Boy with Goldfish No. 6 “The Battle”

Grid for Boy with Goldfish No. 7
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Boy with Goldfish No. 7 “Rainbow Falls”

John took in-progress photographs of several of the paintings showing the grid with the image
beginning to emerge. These photos are perhaps the most revealing of how John brought the image
out of the grid. The last decade of his life John explored ways of showing more of the grid in finished
paintings, partially through the influence of these photos

After much struggle, and barely squeaking under the wire, the paintings, and related works, and the
music, were finished barely in time for the Contemporary Museum opening on Friday, September
29, 1976 and the premiere of the music by the Honolulu Symphony, Leon & Malia soloists, on
October 3 and 4. John had done a series of eighteen large pencil drawings in preparation for the two
side panels on the No. 6 “The Battle” painting, drawn from life. Shown here is No. 12 depicting
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the Mo`o [dragon] wrapping around the Boy in preparation for devouring him from within. Note
the elliptical line, masterfully depicting the serpent’s body, with a minimum of detail. By this time
John could draw like a god!

For the Honolulu Symphony performance details from the seven paintings were projected on a screen
at the back of the stage. One photo from the production shows Malia in front of a detail from the
splash of water at the bottom of the falls in the No. 7 painting, only on stage the projection looks
like a wave about to engulf her.
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“Boy with Goldfish” was to have been recorded by the Honolulu Symphony, but politics prevented
us from doing so. Instead, Varese Saraband, the record company producing the recording, suggested
recording with the London Symphony Orchestra using the then new digital recording process (July
1979). John “went along for the ride” but actually proved to be an exceptionally cool head while the
rest of us were stressed out under the pressure of recording with a full orchestra and large chorus.
After recording sessions were over another major life’s dream came about: being guided by John
through several major European art museums. We started with the National Gallery in London and
then went on to Venice, Florence and Milan. The Elgin marbles at the National were a life-changing
experience. The Greeks were on a plane so profound, so far beyond us now that I could only grasp
their form faintly, just enough to hint at the greater part beyond my reach. In Italy, John led me to
the great works that must be seen and then allowed me the time to explore them, stepping in only
when I got hung up, hinting at the way forward. What bliss! It was during this European trip that
I realized the scope of the gift John had given me by teaching me how to “see” the visual arts. The
pleasure of penetrating to the heart of a painting is as intense and fulfilling an experience as listening
to a Mozart symphony or Bach cantata.
The 1980s were an intense period for both John and me. We, along with poet Harvey Hess, had
formed our company, Malama Arts, in 1979 to develop the commercial potential of our art. John’s
work received the bulk of our attention since the greatest potential was in the visual arts. We began
by publishing two serigraphic editions from John’s orchid watercolors – “Cattleyas and Red Ti” and
“Java Gold Orchid and Hawaiian Fern”. We quickly learned offset lithographs were less expensive
to produce and easier to sell. Almost as an afterthought, John laid out a series of note cards along
the side of a litho to utilize a blank space on the paper. The not cards were immediately successful.
We sold hundreds of thousands of them over the course of the decade.
We settled into a routine of producing lithographic posters and prints, primarily from the orchid
paintings, in conjunction with exhibitions of John’s originals, having shows on all four principal
islands (Hawai‘i, Maui, O‘ahu and Kaua‘i).
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Hawaiian Pastorale (1980)

Hilo Garden Triptych

This watercolor is the pinnacle of John’s technical achievement in watercolor. The drawing – all
from life, but having been transformed by the grid, emerging as seemingly fresh and spontaneous
as the initial inspiration – is truly god-like. The application of the pigment reminds one of the
great Chinese masters of Song and Ming. The painting is flawless (one cannot correct mistakes in
watercolor).
Early in the decade John was approached by Christopher Hemmeter, a wealthy resort developer
associated with Hyatt who has left a lasting mark throughout the State, to create a large oil for the
library of their new Kahala home. John was to work closely with Patsy Hemmeter, Christopher’s
wife, in all aspects of the creative process. In sharp contrast of Christopher’s preemptive and acerbic
manner, Patsy was delightful to be with, a lovely person. John enjoyed her company during the
unfolding of the project and was regretful when it was over. John asked Patsy what colors she liked.
She responded by giving him a silk scarf and cloth flower in her favorite shade of mauve. John
instantly placed it within a Munsell color scale and used that scale as a major color element in the
painting. “Patsy’s pink,” as John came to call the color, can be found in the plumeria blossoms, the
lava rocks near the falls, and in the rainbow. [John never returned Patsy’s scarf and flower but kept it
in a Chinese night stand beside his bed. I have it now, among John’s personal memorabilia.] Patsy’s
painting, “The Purification of Hina,” depicts the Hawaiian goddess Hina at the mid-point of her
journey from captivity by her husband at the bottom of the sea, following up a river on the Hamakua
coast near Hilo on Hawaii Island where she cleansed herself in the many waterfalls, to finally ascend
to the moon, her eternal home. This sublime and highly spiritual painting is the greatest of all John’s
allegorical paintings. Of all his work, this is the one that speaks most deeply and swiftly to my soul.
I find it to be the clearest statement of form in John’s work. The powerful concentric circles of the
plumeria tree and lava wall behind are the key to “seeing” this painting.
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This painting is now at the Hyatt Regency at Ka‘anapali Resort on Maui. It is located on the ground
floor in a small elevator lobby, a horrible place for it. The only way to get back far enough to see
this large painting is to stand in an elevator and hold open the doors. Worse yet, the last time we
were there in the mid 1990s, the frame had noticeable termite damage, as probably did the wooden
stretchers upon which the canvas is mounted. The painting was placed there so that the least number
of people would be offended by the nude figure!
As the decade progressed, however, competition became more intense as artists brought their cards
and lithos onto the market, many following our marketing plan. We found ourselves spending more
time working on business and less time being creative in the studio.
When the Desert Storm war began in the Middle East the Hawaii art market came to a crashing
halt. Hawaii’s economy had been spurred by Japan’s real estate bubble which also burst at the same
time. Signs were clear recovery would be slow. We had learned years before, in Hawaii’s “boom and
bust” economic cycles, art is the last thing to enter the upward cycle and the first to be dropped
in the downward cycle. We devised a new plan for the decade of the 1990s: to ratchet down our
business activities and return to our studios to create new work in preparation for the “up” swing
of the new cycle. This was especially important for John who had been through a personally trying
period in his life and work. In the late 1980s he had had what his doctors believed at the time was
a recurrence of rheumatic fever but later brain scans revealed may have been a stroke. Or perhaps
this was the first signs of myasthenia gravis (the disease of the nerves which contributed to the death
of Greek shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis in 1975). In any case, he suddenly lost the ability to
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control the paint brush and could not apply pigment to canvas or paper with the high degree of
control he had developed at his peak. Never one to be daunted by misfortune, John magnified
the image of tropical foliage creating bold, simple color shapes with a minimum of detail, thus
beginning the last great series of paintings, his “Homage to Gaia.” He was able to bring together
his early abstract expressionist leanings with a more up-front use of the grid while still remaining
rooted in the image.

Fire and Water (1989)
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A. Incandescent Transformation (1991)
L. Palm and Leaf (1993)
B. Ti Transcendent (1991)
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This series was the most successful of his life, both in terms of the productivity the concepts generated
and in the number of paintings he sold before his death. Very few of these paintings remain in his
estate.

Characteristic of this series is his mastery of all his techniques. Perhaps most striking is his use of
color. It is big and bold, built on harmony and clash. Where there is harmony movement and space
are subtle, sensuous. Where there is clash movement and spare are deep, swift, incisive. Yet it is the
line – drawing – that truly governs this work. First of all, it is brilliantly simple, every fraction of
an inch falling on precisely the right part of the grid complex. He even uses the outline of a shape,
something he almost never did before, to emphasize the line – elegant, yes, but always performing
its function to move the eye along its path. By now, grids are on the sidewalls of his studio from
which he makes tracing paper drawings that are then transferred to the canvas. The result is a feeling
of effortlessness that belies the real sophistication of the work. And, too, his spirit and intellect have
moved on to realms of the sublime few of us can achieve. Becoming increasingly preoccupied with
visual form, images began to emerge that can only be understood as a glimpse from the transcendent
inner world he increasingly occupied. A characteristic glimpse is the image of Gaia from a series of
dark watercolors (uncharacteristic of the medium, watercolors are never dark; but these are) dating
from the mid 1990s.

Portrait of Gaia (1994)

Is this the symmetrical painting of dark banana leaves, ti leaves and sunset sky? Or is it, as the title
says, a portrait of the mysterious goddess of the earth clad in a kimono-like garment and emblematic
headdress over her swollen, pod-like head? Whatever the case, it is a haunting, disturbing image
straight out of John’s psyche.
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The Tempest (1997)

Strangely, providentially, for several years before John’s final series of illnesses, he regained full control
of his painting skills, long enough to create a final series of allegorical paintings culminating in “The
Tempest.” Inspired by the Giorgione painting “La Tempesta,” John’s painting shares several things in
common: the semi-nude woman nursing her infant, the bridges, water flowing from middle-ground
to foreground, an ominous approaching storm, and a seemingly indecipherable highly personal
symbolism. All John’s paintings will yield up their inner secrets through careful study. Yet I have
spent hours at a time in front of this painting, trying to grasp its form, yet it eludes me. When I
am not physically before the painting I convince myself I really do know what it is about. Perhaps,
like the Giorgione, the real understanding of both paintings is that they will never be fully grasped.
Both paintings were created near the end of the artists’ life. Both, perhaps, speak of the coming
death and perhaps of re-birth. However, I believe to the very core of my being that, along with John’s
“The Purification of Hina,” “The Tempest” is among the most significant works to come out of the
Hawaiian ethos and among the greatest paintings of the 20th century.
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Giorgione - La Tempesta

If all the above were not enough to fill and fulfill an artist’s lifetime, John embarked on yet another
medium the last few years of his life, so characteristic of his restless and inquisitive mind. In the
mid-1990s we purchased Photoshop software, mainly for editing images for Malama’s third edition
of “Hawaii Island Artists” book. John had been indifferent to computer programs up to this point,
saying he was too “right brained” to respond to them. But Photoshop was different. He explained
to me it was a program that “understood the way artists think.” Completely on his own, with no
encouragement or help from me, he mastered the software. No mean accomplishment for a person
in his late sixties! He used it as an aid in composition, shortening preparation time significantly.
His final ten or so paintings were all composed at the computer before a single brushstroke touched
canvas.

Waterfalls No. 2 (1998)

He also used Photoshop as a creative tool in its own right, creating enough work to tantalizingly
show what might have been, had he lived longer.
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A.Winter Sun 1 (1999)
B.Exhibition plan for East Hawaii Cultural Center (2000)

He even utilized Photoshop to plan exhibitions and placement of works within the exhibition
space. Although he had never mentioned it to me, after his death I discovered an image file of an
exhibition of grid paintings he was contemplating for the East Hawaii Cultural Center in Hilo.
What a beautiful and provocative show this would have been.
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During John’s final days, his body and mind ravaged by the effects of liver failure, I observed with
horror the glazing over of those penetrating blue eyes that saw everything, knowing the accumulated
knowledge of a lifetime of study and work was passing beyond the reach of this world, a world sorely
in need of that knowledge. His final night, as he lay in deep coma, I vowed to him, perhaps more to
myself, I would preserve all the tangible materials he had left behind, would promote his concepts
to the fullest extent of my abilities and fine a permanent home for this voluminous material so that
all would not be lost, so that scholars and artists could profit from his labors.

This paper represents a tiny fraction of the materials on John’s grid system Symbolic Stereometry.
At this date I am only in the preliminary stages of organizing this material and do not myself fully
know the comprehensiveness of what is here. For instance, in the late 1970s he showed me minute
analyses of Vermeer, el Greco and Italian Renaissance paintings, yet I have not come across them
in the one-hundred or so archive boxes containing his papers. In the last years of his life he was
reconstructing some of those analyses in Photoshop, but none of them were ever completed. I have
included here a few of the most developed files because what they reveal is utterly illuminating. I
have also included an Appendix containing two brief statements by John on the grid, as follows:
a flyer he created for an edition of ink jet prints of girds he was planning, and a letter to The New
Yorker magazine editor regarding an article that appeared in their January 31, 2000 issue. The article,
“The Looking Glass,” was on David Hockney’s assertion that seventeenth and eighteenth century
artists used the camera oscura for determining the composition of their paintings, a subject about
which John new a great deal.

R. Grid study for cattleya orchid watercolor on tracing paper

L. Grid study on graff paper
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R. Orchid and Grid (1997)

B. Night Tracery 2 (1999)
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Illustration for grid book (2000)
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Horizontal Green (2000)

Giorgione - Madonna and Child
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Giorgione - Judith with the Head of Holofernes
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Piero della Francesca - Madonna and Child
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Piero della Francesca - Madonna and Child, tracing paper study

Vermeer - The Love Letter
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Vermeer - The Love Letter, tracing paper drawing analysis
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